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The peace process between the Colombian government and the nation's major guerrilla groups,
which has been on the front burner since President Ernesto Samper's inauguration in June 1994,
has inched forward during the past month. Nevertheless, recent guerrilla attacks which provoked
a government military offensive in response have threatened to derail the process. The guerrilla
umbrella organization Coordinadora Nacional Guerrillera Simon Bolivar (CNG) comprises the
Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC), the Ejercito de Liberacion Nacional (ELN),
and the small dissident faction of the demobilized Ejercito Popular de Liberacion (EPL). Although
the Samper administration has made peace with the guerrillas a priority and hopes to reach a peace
accord with all the groups that form the CNG, preliminary discussions are taking place with each
group individually. The ELN and the EPL appear closer than the FARC to reaching an agreement
with the government.
"President Samper has said that he prefers to negotiate with all of the guerrilla groups at the same
table, but he also said he would begin discussions with those groups who were willing to dialogue,"
said government peace commissioner Carlos Holmes Trujillo. In addition to the conversations that
have taken place between the government and some guerrilla leaders, President Samper has set
up a commission in Medellin, headed by Catholic Church officials, to promote the peace process.
International participants on the commission include former Salvadoran guerrilla leader Schafik
Jorge Handal and Costa Rica's former president Oscar Arias. Handal said, after a trip to Colombia,
that his contribution would be to share the experience of the Salvadoran peace process. Holmes
Trujillo has pushed the idea that negotiations be carried out "Salvadoran style," that is, while the
fighting continues, rather than insisting on a previous cease-fire.
Nevertheless, the peace process has frequently seemed to be little more than a series of charges
and countercharges between the government and the military on one side, and the various guerrilla
groups on the other. In addition, government policies do not always coincide with those of the
military. In dealing with the FARC, the site of future negotiations has been a major issue. On Apr.
7, a breakthrough seemed near when the government accepted the site proposed by the FARC and
said it was prepared to hold direct, high-level meetings. The site is located in the municipality of
La Uribe, in the department of Meta, 100 km east of Bogota. However, the breakthrough was short
lived, as the disagreement then shifted to how much demilitarization would occur in the area in
preparation for talks. At issue is whether the entire municipality of La Uribe would be demilitarized,
as the FARC has insisted, or only partially demilitarized with the army stationed in the municipal
capital, as stipulated by the government.
In a letter to Samper, the FARC said the government had yet to prove it was genuinely interested in
peace. "The government's answer to the possibility of meeting in La Uribe is vague and unclear,"
the letter said. "As soon as the proposal to meet with us was made known in this municipality, the
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government sent in more troops and began a military operation that still continues." Although the
process with the FARC has stalled, on May 18 Samper said he was ready for immediate talks with
the ELN and the EPL. However, Samper tied the talks to the willingness of the guerrillas to sign the
Geneva Protocol II, which calls for the "humanization" of armed conflicts. When the Colombian
government signed the protocol last December, it recognized the existence of an armed, internal
conflict, something it had not done before. Nevertheless, ELN leader Manuel Perez, a Spanish expriest, was cautious about an immediate agreement. "Samper talks about the 'humanization' of the
war, but we have no agreement about the interpretation of the norms of international humanitarian
law that applies to Colombia in this conflict," said Perez.
However, the government seemed determined to keep the process on track and took another step
forward when it agreed that the ELN could be represented at future talks by Francisco Galan and
Felipe Torres, and the EPL by Francisco Caraballo, all currently in Colombian prisons awaiting trial.
The government's acceptance of talks without a cease- fire a sticking point in previous peace efforts
and the guerrillas' openness to discuss human rights were all positive signs. Nevertheless, given
that both sides agreed to discard a cease-fire during the negotiations, ongoing guerrilla attacks have
threatened the peace process. Holmes Trujillo said on April 1, "If the ELN agrees with President
Samper's proposal to prepare an eventual peace negotiation, let them demonstrate it and take steps
to achieve it." Fighting intensified, however, and in late May, after the FARC launched a series of
attacks that took more than 40 lives, the government ordered the military to wage a major offensive
in response.
Defense Minister Fernando Botero and the head of the army, Gen. Harold Bedoya, denounced
the guerrilla attacks and said they would jeopardize any possibility of a demilitarization of La
Uribe. "Undoubtedly, if actions are not about peace but about war, conditions will not exist for the
military operation that the president has proposed to demilitarize La Uribe," said Botero. Moreover,
apparent policy differences between the government and the military have complicated the peace
process. The army, for example, has increased efforts to tie the guerrillas to the drug cartels, despite
the government's effort to avoid antagonizing the political climate.
In April, the military claimed it had discovered clandestine factories in the northeastern province
of Bolivar where the ELN was making mines, as well as munitions storage facilities and training
camps in La Uribe province. The army charged that the ELN uses the mines to protect poppygrowing operations. Also in April, an army intelligence report charged that the FARC was in
essence another drug cartel and therefore had no interest in negotiating peace. According to the
report, the FARC earns US$40 million annually from the international sale of cocaine and other
drugs. That report was followed on May 2 with another saying 45% of FARC and ELN members
were involved in protecting marihuana, coca leaf, and poppy fields as well as clandestine drug
laboratories. The Colombian military has long denounced alleged links between the guerrillas
and drug operations, principally through "protection" payoffs. However, this is the first time the
accusations have included participation in drug manufacture and sales. In another demonstration of
policy differences, Defense Minister Botero nearly derailed the peace process in early June when he
announced the offer of large cash rewards for information leading to the capture of guerrilla leaders.
After the EPL threatened to unilaterally break off conversations in response, Holmes Trujillo
rescinded the reward offer, saying there had been a misunderstanding. Attorney General Alfonso
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Valdivieso also said on June 6 that the government was prepared to temporarily withdraw the
outstanding arrest warrants for guerrilla leaders in designated areas of the country in the interests
of furthering the peace process. As the negotiations creep forward, some analysts say one of the
major obstacles may be the limited options open to the guerrillas once they lay down their arms. The
experience of the former guerrilla group M-19 is not an encouraging one to the guerrilla leadership.
In 1989, the once-powerful M-19 opted for reincorporation into civilian life. Leader Antonio Navarro
Wolff was elected to the Constituent Assembly in 1991. However, in his bid for the presidency in the
1994 elections, Navarro Wolff received only a minuscule part of the vote.
Although Navarro Wolff later was elected mayor of the town of Pasto, the M-19 is no longer a viable
opposition force. In addition, the assassination of hundreds of activists from the M-19 and other
demobilized guerrilla groups is a major deterrent for those rebel organizations that remain armed,
since space for open political activities is still limited in Colombia. From the M-19 experience,
analysts say some guerrilla leaders would prefer to stall the peace negotiations and bank on armed
opposition rather than face almost certain disintegration and oblivion in the Colombian political
process. (Sources: Notimex, 04/11/95; United Press International, 04/27/95, 05/01/95; Associated
Press, 05/19/95; Inter Press Service, 04/05/95, 05/04/95, 05/25/95, 06/01/95; Agence France-Presse,
04/01/95, 04/07/95, 04/08/95, 05/06/95, 05/18/95, 05/19/95, 05/22/95, 05/26/95, 06/01-04/95; Reuter,
04/27/95, 05/02/95, 05/21/95, 05/24/95, 05/30/95, 06/01/95, 06/06/95, 06/07/95)
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